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The Census of Population is a massive and important undertaking. Its success, 
in terms of both operational efficiency and the usefulness of its output, 
depends upon exhaustive and insightful planning. Although Census Day, June 4, 
1991 is still several years away, this planning must begin now. 


The information content of the Census is one of the first and most critical 


issues which must be considered in the planning cycle. The purpose of this 
document is to help focus discussion on this issue. 


The Need for Change 


The content of the Census has remained relatively unchanged since 1981. On the 
other hand, social and economic conditions in Canada have changed in the last 
decade. It can also be assumed that this period of change is not over. 
Therefore, it is important that the content of the 1991 Census be planned to 
take into account the changes which have occurred in the last 10 years and that 


it anticipate changes which are projected for the balance of this century and 
beyond. 


Statistics Canada is conducting an extensive series of public and bilateral 
consultation meetings with the objective of soliciting recommendations and 
suggestions on the content of the 1991 Census. A broad community of users and 
potential users of Census information will be contacted and asked to submit 
their views, in person or in writing. This document has been prepared as a 
guide to assist those participating in the consultations to formulate their 
ideas, recommendations and suggestions. 


This paper does not deal with the detailed content of the Census. Instead, 
issues and possible concerns are presented as a set of questions which apply to 
the Census in general, and as specific questions which may be asked concerning 
each of the major Census topics. Details concerning potential content options 
of the various topics are presented in an associated document titled 1991 Census 
Content Guidebook. 


An Important Constraint 


A basic planning assumption for 1991 is that the costs of the Census, in terms 
of both dollars and burden on respondents, should not exceed those incurred for 
thes Census "of 1986.- This (means, .tn effect; that ithesaddttion of any mew 
question(s) must be offset by the elimination of others. Significant economies 
have been achieved in census-taking in recent years (see figure 1). 
Nevertheless, the Census still requires large expenditures and imposes a heavy 
reporting burden on the population, and it is most unlikely that either of these 
demands can be increased in 1991. 


Issues for Discussion 


During the consultation process, discussion of the more general content issues 
affecting the Census as a whole will probably revolve around one or more of the 
following questions: 


What will be the priority social and economic issues in the decade of the 1990s? 


For which of these will the Census be the most appropriate data collectioa 
vehicle? 


Is the concept measured by the data topic relevant or important given the 
changes that have occurred in Canadian social and economic conditions? Should 
any of the current data topics be dropped? 


The collection of particular data will have to be weighed against the 
consequences of not having that data at all. This point might be considered for 
both existing (1986) and proposed new Census questions. 


Is the Census the most appropriate vehicle for collecting these data? 


It is conceivable that a given data topic or variable may be more easily or 
economically captured by some means other than a census. Some alternatives to 
collecting data on a census include the use of sample surveys or administrative 
data records. This leads to the following question. 


Are there sources of data other than the Census which may satisfy the need for 
this particular information? 


Should a viable alternative data source be available, it may eliminate the need 
to consider getting similar information from the Census, thereby reducing 
respondent burden. 


Is there a need for this particular data at the level of geographic detail 
provided by the Census? 


One of the main features of a census is the ability to produce accurate small- 
area data. f this is not needed for certain topics, perhaps a survey might 
provide reliable estimates for Canada and provinces. 


The discussion at most consultation meetings on the content of the 1991 Census 
will be structured by Census topic. The following are some of the questions and 
issues on each topic that might be raised in these meetings or in the written 
briefs subsequently submitted. 


Kouseholds 

What data on househoids will be needed in the next decade? Are any 
nodifications ueeded? 

Families 

Should the Relationship to Person 1 question be modified to accept a broader 


tange of consensual unions? How should the problem of how to enumerate joiat- 
custody children be resolved? 


Basic Demographic 


Should the current variables be changed? Should the question on Marital Status 
be expanded to also include de facto unions? 


Aboriginal 


Legislative and constitutional changes may require changes to the question on 
aboriginal status. What should these changes be? Should eal espeaial 
questionnaire be developed for the aboriginal population living on reserves? 
Would a separate questionnaire facilitate the enumeration of reserve populations 
and produce more useful data for aboriginal people and organizations? 


Housing and Shelter Costs 


Are any changes necessary to the current housing questions? Should the question 
on Condominium Status be revised to include all condominium units, renter- 
occupied as well as owner-occupied, registered or not? Should “co-operative” be 
incorporated as a valid response to the question on Tenure? Should the 
classification of Structural Types of Dwelling be revised? Could surveys or 
administrative records provide an adequate alternative source of data on 


housing? Is the Census the most appropriate vehicle for collecting information 
ena chis topic? 


Ethno—Cultural 


Recent Canadian Censuses have included five questions on ethno-cultural topics: 
Religion, Ethnic Origin, Citizenship, Year of Immigration and Place of Birth. 
Are any changes necessary to these questions? Should respondents be asked their 
remrgiom? Would removing all the preprinted check-off boxes in the Ethnic 
Origin and Religion questions have an effect on the nature and quality of 
respondents’ replies? Or would this increase respondent burden significantly? 
Should the Ethnic Origin question be reformulated? If so, how? 


Recent experience suggests that there will be a strong requirement in 1991 for 
data on Visible Minorities. Is the Census an appropriate vehicle for collecting 
these data? If so, should respondents be asked whether they consider themselves 
members of a visible minority in terms of race or skin colour? Would a question 
on Visible Minorities prove too sensitive, or even offensive, for many 
Canadians? Should a question on Visible Minorities replace the current Ethnic 
Origin question? 


Languages 


As required by the Official Languages Act, the Census gathers data on Mother 
Tongue on a 100% basis. Would the removal of the preprinted check-off boxes have 
an effect on the answers given by respondents? Respondents could be asked to 
consult the Census Guide Book for a complete list of all language categories. 
Would this approach increase respondent burden and census costs? What would be 
its effect on data quality? Should the present question be reworded as a two- 
part question? If so, are there any questions that could be dropped from the 


Census so as not to increase respondent burden? 


Besides the question on Mother Tongue, questions on Language Spoken at Home and 
Knowledge of Official Languages have been included on the sample questionnaire 
(2B) in recent Censuses. Should these questions be changed? Should they be 
collected on a 100% basis? Should they be dropped from the Census? Do users 
also need data on Language of Work and Language of Education? 


Health 


A question on Health was asked for the first time in the 1986 Census. The 
information it collected provided the basis for the development of a post-censal 
survey of disabled persons. Should this question be repeated in 1991? Will 
there be a need for bench-mark data on disabled persons after a five-year 
interval? 


Education 


Should any of the present Education and Schooling questions be changed? Should 
a question on School Attendance be included in the 1991 Census? Should the 
question on Major Field of Study, first included in the 1986 Census, be retained 
in 1991? Are there adequate alternative sources of data? 


Mobility and Place of Work 


Are any changes necessary to the current question on Place of Residence 5 Years 
Ago? Should the question include postal code of residence 5 years earlier? 
Would the inclusion of Country of Residence 5 Years Ago provide useful 
information on international immigration? 


Place of Work refers to the geographic location of the place of work of the 
labour force. While not expensive to collect, it is very costly to process. 
Should this question be included in the Census? Are there other, less expensive 
ways of obtaining equivalent information? 


Nuptiality and Fertility 


The questions on Nuptiality and Fertility were last included in the 1981 
Census. Should they be included in the Census in 1991 or are the data available 
from other sources? If they are included, should the Fertility question be 
expanded to cover all women 15 years of age and older, regardless of marital 
Status? Should the Nuptiality question gather more information on marital 
history? 


Labour Force 


Should any changes be made to the current question on Labour Force 
Participation, Occupation and Industry? Is there a aeed for data on wage rates? 
Is it necessary to collect the data at the current level of detail? 


Income 


Are any modifications required to the current questions on Income? Should more 
precise data be collected on Sources of Income? Can the question be shortened 
or simplified? Or even omitted ? 


Possible Hew Census Topics 


Are there topics not currently covered by the Census that should be included? 
Some that have been suggested include: Non-Market Labour Activity (including 
Housework), Volunteer Work, Day Care, Justice, the Elderly, and Military 
Service. Could information on these subjects be obtained from other sources? 
Are these topics appropriate to a Census? Could surveys provide more detailed 
information? If there are new topics that are vital, are there any questions 


en 


will not be increased? Appendix A contains a table showing the variables that 
have been included in recent Censuses. 


The issues described above represent only a portion of the questions that could 


be raised on each Census topic. Statistics Canada looks forward to hearing your 
ideas on the content of the 1991 Census. 
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